Exploring the possibility of implementing telecommuting at University Utara Malaysia (UUM) by Sheik Osman, Wan Rozaini & Rashdan, Haitham
Exploring the Possibility of Implementing
Telecommuting at University Utara Malaysia
(UUM)
Dr. Wan Rozaini Sheik Osman
E-mail: rozail74@uum.edu.my
Faculty of Information Technology
University Utara Malaysia
06010 Sintok, Malaysia
Abstract-Global technology has quickly progressed to
provide more accessible business modes of
communication. The image of the traditional workplace
as a particular place to go to work is being replaced
with employees working wherever they can be most
efficient and productive, whether at home, on a plane,
on the road, or a telework center. The availability of
affordable technology has been one of the major
contributors to the "any time, any place"
telecommuting trend. The purpose of this study is to
investigate the possibility of the implementation of
teleworking at University Utara Malaysia (UUM), the
suitable job selection criteria, the suitable technology
needed to support this new mode of business, employee
perception and willingness to telecommute, and top
management support. To investigate the possibility of a
lecturer's job as a telecommuter, we have adopted Jack
Nilles Job Task Analysis. For the technology factor,
data is collected through literature review. Structured
interviews are conducted with top management to
determine their willingness to implement this program.
And, finally, questionnaires are used to identify the
UUM lecturers' willingness to telecommute. This study
found that, if the technology factor is available, people
are willing to telecommute, a lecturer's job is suitable
for telecommuting, and Management is agreeable.
Therefore, it is concluded that at UUM, people can
enjoy telecommuting benefits of telecommuting, if there
is an established policy and regulations that allow them
to telecommute.
Keywords: telecommuting, anytime any place,
teleworking, recruitment, retention
I. INTRODUCTION
Until the 1 980s, most office arrangements
required employees to be physically presented to
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exchange documents over phone lines via modems,
several jobs now can be performed away from the
office.
The rapid advance and spread of information
technology (computer and telecommunications),
with the sharp decline in costs - coupled with the
deteriorating conditions of many urban regions in
terms of air pollution; traffic congestion, security,
and lifestyle flexibility - have motivated
organizations to have a different mode of working.
Many organizations are recognizing telecommuting
as a promising strategy. This suggests significant and
considerable economic, environmental, and social
benefits through partial or complete altering of the
work environment from the central office to the home
or satellite center.
In their work, Green et al., (2003) found that the
most credible reason for the move toward
telecommuting is the change in the nature of work
itself. More Americans are moving from
manufacturing jobs to information-oriented jobs,
which lend themselves to working away from a
central office. Tasks suitable for telecommuting are
activities wherein a person works alone, handling
information such as reports, proposals, data or
research. Writers, salespersons, accountants,
programmers, researchers, engineers, architects, and
many other professions are prime candidates for
either part-time or full time telecommuting (Vora,
2002).
It is imperative to understand that telecommuting
is an alternative option and not a substitute for
person-to-person contact associated with traditional
business settings. It may be more beneficial to use
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telecommuting in conjunction with traditional forms
and methods of business practices (Green et al.,
2003). Telecommuting is also not meant for all
employees, only selected employees, supervisors, and
tasks are chosen in this working arrangement.
A. Problem statement
New work arrangement that is enabled by IT, can go
a long way to cut cost and improve quality of life -
especially giving opportunity for women to make a
balance between work schedule and home duties. For
example, if a child or spouse is sick, a lecturer who is
a mother has a dilemma to take leave from work, or
leave the sick child with another person.
Telecommuting may solve the problem in some
circumstances.
UUM is located away from the economic and
intellectual centers of the nation, let alone the larger
world of the global academia. Because of this, there
is a problem of recruiting and retaining professionals
and experts - especially Ph.D. graduates. Thus, there
is a need for an alternative mode of work to attract
those people to work on campus in Kedah some of
the time, and anywhere else away from Kedah, part
of the week. In a preliminary interview with the
UUM registrar, and Faculty Deans, it is revealed that
there is a problem for UUM with recruiting Ph.D
professionals, and also with retaining staff with
master & Ph.D. at this University. Since 1989, 16
academic staff with Ph.D. & 92 with Masters left the
UUM. This is a high number. Their training needs
resources and time for them to complete their studies
between 1-4 years. Failure to retain those costs not
only in terms of the resources and time spent on
training them, but also in terms of the cost of hiring
other persons to take over the place of those who left,
and further costs of studies for these new recruits
might have to be put through.
In this study we would like to investigate the
possibility of implementing telecommuting as the
first mode of working at all faculties at UUM, as a
partial solution to the problem of staff-recruitment,
staff-retention, and staff-function ability caused by
the remoteness of the UUM from centers of
economic and intellectual activities of the nation.
B. Research 's objectives
The main objectives of this study are:
* To investigate the possibility of a lecturer to
telecommute
* To identify the willingness of WJM
lecturers to telecommute.
* To identify the top management's
willingness to support teleworking.




C. Scope ofthe study
The scope of this study is limited to the exploration
of the possibility of implementing telecommuting at
UUM. Moreover, within the scope, are an
investigation of the suitability of a lecturer's job for
telecommuting; study of top management's support
for this new mode of work; and lecturer's willingness
to be a telecommuter. In addition to this, included in
the scope, is an attempt at identification of
technological infrastructure's for telecommuting.
II. LITERATURE REVIEW
Home-based teleworking appears attractive for
women, according to Sharma (2003). A survey in
India and Malaysia indicated the preference of
women towards institution-based teleworking, with
the logic that such an environment allows them to
acquire and improve their tacit skills and provides
opportunities for further training in their field. The
call centers have been found to be a great success
story in the Asian Region, and between 40 and 70 per
cent of the workers are women in these call centers.
Oracle Corp Japan will next spring initiate a new
personnel system allowing employees to work where
they want to, such as at home, a hotel or even
overseas, finally covering all of its workforce of
1,448 people. Although employees would be able to
work anywhere, they will be required to come to the
office at least once a week. The new system is
intended to improve work efficiency by reducing
commuting hours for employees; the company also
believes that such a system will make it easier to
ensure the continuity of its operations, even if its
office is forced to close by a serious disaster like an
earthquake or a terrorist act (Raslan, 2004).
In their study, Rafidah and Abdul Razak (2003)
on telecommuting as an alternative mode of working
in Malaysia, they conducted a survey in Kuala
Lumpur for Human Resource departments (Managers
and non-Managers). In the survey, they found that
0.9% of organizations implement telecommuting, 7%
of companies implement other working alternatives
(flexible working time to avoid traffic jam), 43% of
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respondents are willing to telecommute - if they are
given the opportunity, 60.5% of the female are
willing to telecommute, 55.6% of the married willing
to telecommute, 69.9% of respondents believed that
their companies are not ready to implement
telecommuting, 3.7% of respondents believed that
their companies will consider telecommuting as an
alternative mode of working.
Schmidt's study (2000) of AT&T employees
showed that companies can use telecommuting to
retain good employees: 76% of telecommuters are
more satisfied with their job than before
telecommuting. It was found that, 65% of all AT&T
managers report that telecommuting is an advantage
in keeping and attracting good employees.
The Department of Information Technologies
(DIT)/ University of Sofia Bulgaria, is looking for
better teleworking tools for distance education and its
administrative processes. Teleworking makes it
possible for both trainers and trainees to work from
wherever most convenient, instead of conducting
face-to-face classes at fixed times and places. The
solution offered the Sofia University Department of
Information Technologies a way of connecting all
offices to common Intranet servers, providing
collaborative groupware tools a common e-learning
platform, and a project management tool. These
facilities were also available to home-based
teleworkers and traveling workers (Stewart, 2003).
Clayton College & State University (CCSU) initiated
teleworking program in 1998 in response to the
president's vision for CCSU to become a leader in
teleworking. More than 34% of CCSU's 430
employees participate in its program. In 2001 CCSU
conducted a survey of teleworkers, in which 85% of
employees indicated the ability to accomplish more
work in an effective and efficient manner. Other
positive impacts noted were better quality of work
product, and better quality of life from not having to
physically commute to work ( Clayton, 2003).
Cecilia (2001) found that the spread of home-
based telework has been slow in Malaysia. Concerns
for the quality of work, delivery time, and privacy
have so far inhibited management from initiating this
mode of employment, even when it presented the
possibility of lowering rental and other overhead
costs.
III. METHODOLOGY
The data and fact-findings were done through
questionnaires, structured interviews, and literature
review. To investigate the first objective (the
possibility of a lecturer to telecommute), we apply
job task analysis sheet prepared by Nilles (1994) to a
lecturer job, and we obtained information from
lecturers through the questionnaire about the
suitability of telecommuting for a lecturer, and their
allocation of time for each task. For the second
objective (perception of willingness of UUM's
lecturers to telecommute), data was collected using
questionnaires. Top Management support was
identified through structured interviews with Top
Management personnel. Regarding the fourth
research objective (ICT infrastructure suitable for
telecommuting), data was collected through content
analysis of the reports of current technologies
available in IT periodicals and magazines.
A. Questionnaire
A pilot survey was conducted to test the validity and
reliability of the questionnaire with 70 lecturers from
FTM. Out of this total numbers, 33 (47%) lecturers
have posted back their responses. Cronbach's Alpha
for the actual questionnaire = .778 which is good
according to Sekaran (2003), the two-page
questionnaire consisted of three parts, namely:
1. Demographic information
2. Telecommuting benefits
3. Tasks suitable for telecommuting and
allocation oftime
In the part under "demographic information",
attempts were made to gather data on the respondent
gender, age, marital status, academic background,
and education level. This information would give a
general feel of the type of respondents responding to
the questionnaire.
The second part of the questionnaire that on
telecommuting benefits, dealt with the respondent's
reasons for telecommuting.
The third part deals with the respondent's view of
which task is suitable for telecommuting, and their
allocation of time to several tasks.
IV. ANALYSIS OF RESULTS
The findings of this study are presented in the
following order: (1) Demographic Profiles of
Respondents; (2) The Suitability of Telecommuting
for a Lecturer; (3) UUM Lecturer's Perceptions of
themselves as a Teleworkers; and (4) Top
Management's willingness to Support Teleworking.
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Population frame is 964, questionnaires were sent to
285 UUM lecturers as listed in recent lists from the
Registrar's office (19/7/2004). Out of this total
numbers, 163 (57 %) lecturers have posted back their
responses. The analysis of the results will be
organized into four categories as mentioned earlier.
A. Demographic information
Out of the 163 respondents, 42.3 % of the
respondents were male and the remaining 57.7%
were female; 46.0% of the respondents age under 30
years, 31.9 % age between 31 to 40 years, 15.3% of
the respondents age between 41 to 50 years, 2.5% age
between 51 to 60 years, 4.3% age are above 60 years.
Majority of the respondents were married, who made
up 68.1% of the total respondents; 29.4% were
single, and the remaining 2.5% were divorced.
Majority of the respondents - 85.3% - had a Master's
degree, and the remaining 14.7% had Doctoral
degrees. Of the respondents, 12.9% were of IT
background and the remaining 87.1% - of non- IT
background.
B. The suitability ofa lecturer to telecommute
The first objective of this study is to investigate the
possibility of a lecturer to do part of his job away
from the office. Tasks that can be performed away
from the office, were found to be substantial - such as
preparing class notes, writing reports, proposals,
evaluating students' assignments, grading
examination papers, conducting research, and
publishing articles. The time required for tasks for
which lecturer must be in the office, were found to be
as follows: the average time for teaching students
was found to be 7 hours /week, 5 hours /week for
supervising students, 4 hours per week for regular
meetings, 3 hours/week for presenting informatiQn,
and 2 hours /week for group discussion - the total
being 21 hours/week, which is equivalent to three
days per week. An obvious conclusion from this is
that, a lecturer needs to be, on the average, 3 days/
week in office, and the remaining days he can do his
work better away from the office. This is on the basis
of average time calculated. In reality, in case of
senior academian time for work done better away
from office will be even greater than that - due to
nature of his work, focusing more on research,
publishing, advising - and less on face-to-face
teaching. In case of junior academic staff, time
required on campus/ in office would be slightly
higher than the average 3 days/ week.
The percentage of respondent's regarding the
suitability of lecturer's job for telecommuting.
66.7%of Management strongly agreed that the
lecturer job is suitable to telecommute, 20.0% agreed,
6.7% were neutral, 6.7%strongly disagreed. When
the lecturers were asked about the days they want to
telecommute, their responses were: 47.9% reported
that they want to telecommute two days/week, 16.0%
said that they want to telecommute one day /week,
16.6% want to telecommute three days/week, 7.4%
want to telecommute four days/week, 8.0% want to
telecommute twice /month, the remaining 4.3% want
other options.
C. UUM lecturers' willingness to telecommute
Of the lecturers who responded, 70.5 % reported high
agreement with telecommuting; 13.5% reported
moderate agreement, 15.9% of the respondents
reported low agreement. But, if management did not
pay them for Internet access while they are
telecommuting, 27.6% of the respondent will not
telecommute, 38.7% will telecommute, and 33.7%
possibly will telecommute even if UUM will not
cover monthly Internet access.
D. Telecommuting benefits
Telecommuting can bring the following benefits:
reduce traveling costs and stress, increase
productivity, enjoyment of flexible working hours.
Our lecturers' responses are as follows:
Of the respondents, 69.9% show high agreement with
the statement that telecommuting will reduce
traveling costs; 13.5% show low agreement, 16.6%
show moderate agreement.
We found that the average daily traveling cost for a
lecturer is RM 12.7, if we assume that a lecturer will
telecommute two days per week, then he or she can
save RM 101.6 per month.
Of the respondents, 65% have low agreement that
their traveling to work is stressful, 12.9% have
moderate agreement, and 22.1% reported high
agreement.
Of the respondents, 61.4% reported high agreement
with the idea that flexibility of lecturers' work
schedule is important, 17.2 reported moderated
agreement, 21.5% of respondents reported low
agreement.
Of the respondents 41.1% reported high agreement
with the idea that they will get more work done, if
they could work from home, 22.7% of the
respondents reported moderate agreement, 36.2% of
the respondents reported low agreement.
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E. Academic staff recruitment and retention
problem
In the Top Management's responses about the
recruitment problem, 46.7% of the respondents
agreed that there is a recruitment problem, 13.3
%strongly agreed that there is a problem 20.0%,
strongly disagree, 6.7% disagree, 13.3% were neutral.
Regarding retention problem, 60.0% of top
management agreed that they have retention problem,
6.7% strongly agreed, 20.0%strongly disagreed,
13.3% were neutral. And, lecturers' responses about
their future intention to leave their jobs are as
follows: 20.8% of the lecturers reported high
agreement that they have future intention to leave
their jobs, 16.0% of the respondents reported
moderate agreement, and 63.2% reported low
agreement.
In the Top Management responses about the effect of
telecommuting in solving retention problem, 46.7%
agreed that telecommuting will solve retention
problem, 6.7% strongly agreed, 13.3%were neutral,
26.7% strongly disagreed, 6.7% disagreed.
Top Management responses about telecommuting
will attract Ph.D holders to work at UUM were as
follows: 60% agreed that telecommuting will attract
Ph.D. scholar to work at UUM, 6.7% strongly agreed,
26.7% strongly disagree, 6.7% disagreed.
F. Top management support to lecturers'
telecommuting
Of the Top Management, 66.7% agreed with a
lecturer who wants to telecommute, 20% strongly
agreed, 6.7% strongly disagreed, 6.7% disagreed. In
terms of Top Management responses about their
willingness to telecommute, 53.3%strongly agreed
that they are willing to telecommute, 20.0% agreed,
20%strongly disagreed, and 6.7% were neutral.
G. ICT infrastructure needed to support
telecommuting
The main goal of Teleworking is to move workplaces
to the most convenient location for the employee.
Telecommunication is the glue that holds the virtual
office and the teleworker together. The recent
development in ICT has facilitated communication
and collaboration over a distances; technology
needed for telecommuting is roughly the same as
required in the principal office. Using fairly basic
information-processing equipment (PC, modem,
printer), the teleworkers are linked to their companies
via national and international communications
networks. The software needed in the home office
depends on the content of work and is typically the
same as used in the office. The technologies that may
facilitate teleworking are: Broad band, WIFI, and
Instant Messaging.
1. Broadband (BB)
Broadband is defined as "any communications
medium that can be used to transmit multiple types of
signals simultaneously, such as television broadcasts,
telephone communications, and Internet data"
(Smith, 2002).
Broadband 'refers to higher bandwidths, generally
referring to data transmission speeds in excess of 1
Mb/sec. The higher capacity of broadband is seen by
many as essential for sending video, audio, over
networks and for coping with large amounts of
electronic traffic faster and more flexible
communications. Teleworking employees equipped
with high-speed broadband service work more
flexibly and productively at home and other locations
than workers who use dialup (DU). They telework
more frequently, shifting their work location from
their employer's site to home. They work more
business hours and after-hours time at home without
increasing their total work hours. Without extending
their work day the broadband teleworkers exhibited
greater 'connectedness' with others and greater
productivity enhancements than did their dialup
counterparts (Pratt, 2003).
2. WiFi
Wireless Fidelity is the branding given by the
Wireless Ethernet Compatibility Alliance to the IEEE
802.1 lb standard for wireless interoperability. WiFi-
enabled devices link together without cables to form
wireless local area networks. This has great
significance for flexible work and the office of the
future. Speed of connection is from 2Mb/sec to
11Mb/sec and has a range of 300m.
3. Instant messaging (IM)
Most communication technologies were
designed and used for exchanging information
between organizations or businesses. These
technologies, like telephone, fax and e-mail were
later on also used for social communication of the
public. IM was designed to allow home internet users
to communicate with family and friends, after the
introduction of IM in the mid 1990's, managers
recognized the possibility of supporting informal
communication with IM(Cameron & Webster,
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2004}.To connect to other IM users, first those users
have to be added to the contact list. When the users
are added, it is possible to contact the user and to see
their status information. This contact list is always
available, wherever the user is logged in on their IM
service. IM is primarily a tool to exchange
information, like e-mail and fax. One of the major
drawbacks of teleworking is the possibility of
isolation, because teleworkers are mostly working
alone at home. IM gives teleworkers the
opportunities to join a virtual social community of
co-workers and manager (Nardi, Whittaker, &
Bradner, 2000).
V. CONCLUSIONS
The main objective of the study was to explore
the possibility of implementing teleworking at UUM,
and to identify the important factors, which may
affect teleworking at UUM. These factors are: Job
selection, willingness of a lecturer to telecommute,
Top Management's support for telecommuting, and
the technology factor. The study showed that a
lecturer's job is suitable for telecommuting at least
part time, the people are willing to telecommute, the
technology infrastructure available at the university is
enough to support telecommuting (enough
bandwidth, wireless communication, Portal and,
Learning Care system), but the most important factor
Top Management support needed to establish
organizational policy and regulations that enable
people to telecommute.
VI. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
Since the main objective of the study is to
explore the possibility of implementing teleworking
at UUM, the results show that most of the factors
needed to support this new mode of working is
available, however there are several things that we
see as a limitation of our study.
The main limitation is the absence of
government and organizational regulations,
guidelines and policies. Even when people have
shown high positive attitude towards telecommuting,
they cannot telecommute because they need to have a
teleworking policy and clearly established procedures
to identify matters such as: period of telecommuting,
official duties, work schedule, timekeeping and leave,
equipment and supplies, security and liability,
worksite criteria, salary, injury compensation, and
performance evaluation.
VII. RECOMMENDATIONS
Some recommendations are made for further study
and policy in this area:
1. Top Management Support for implementing
telecommuting is required; cultural changes are
required in attitude towards work and
telecommuting; changes in management style are
required - focusing on managing for results not on
physical presence of the worker. The need for an
active champion in driving through and supporting
the programme, the need to formulate a
telecommuting policy and clearly established
procedures that enable proper protection for the
workers, the need for a structured approach
towards the careful planning are all required to
maximize the benefits of telecommuting - if and
when introduced at UUM.
2. Telecommuting implementation is new in
Malaysian Universities, therefore there is a need
for pilot project to test the possibility of
implementing teleworking, to give people the
opportunity to experience teleworking, and
thereafter they can express their experienced
opinion about this new mode of work.
3. It is imperative to understand that telecommuting is
an alternative option and not a substitute for
person-to-person contact associated with traditional
business settings - it may be more beneficial to use
telecommuting in conjunction with traditional
forms and methods of business practices.
4. In order to maximizing the benefits of teleworking,
it is required to have prior training for both the
employee and managers of employees before
telecommuting is implemented.
5. Telecommuting is voluntary on the part of the
supervisor and lecturer. The supervisor, in
conjunction and consultation with the lecturer, will
determine which lecturer(s) are in jobs suitable for
teleworking, or which parts of the lecturer's job are
suitable for teleworking.
6. Implementing telecommuting programme at UUM
will not cost the University extra money, because
UUM has strong ICT Infrastructure, and the
findings of this study shows that 81% of lecturers
have their own computers, 77.9% have phone line,
38.7% of lecturers want to telecommute even if the
management will not pay them Internet access
expense while they are telecommuting, and 33.7%
more of the lecturers will possibly telecommute
even management will not pay them Internet access
expense while they are telecommuting.
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7. Since this study has shown that WUM has 20.8% of
respondents who have reported high agreement
with the suggestion that they have future intention
to leave their jobs, and 16% have shown moderate
agreement - further information has to be gathered
as to what can be done for these groups to make it
more attractive and feasible for them to stay
attached to the UUM.
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